



















































2015).	 Prior	 to	 widespread	 public	 access	 to	 the	 Internet	 individuals	 could	 receive	 news	 via	
sources	 such	 as	 newspapers,	 magazines,	 radio	 and	 television.	 This	 provided	 traditional	 ‘old’	
media	with	an	ability	 to	 influence	public	perceptions	about	a	wide	variety	of	 issues,	 including	
sexual	 violence	 victimisation	 and	 perpetration.	 It	 has	 been	 suggested	 that	 this	 form	 of	 news	
reporting	has	had	negative	effects	on	juries’	attitudes	towards	victims	of	sexual	violence	(Fraser	
2015;	 Kitzinger	 2013).	 Previous	 research	 has	 considered	 how	 sex	 crimes	 are	 reported	 by	
traditional	media	(Greer	2003;	Kirtley	2011;	Smolkin	2011);	however,	the	rise	of	social	media	
















platforms	 have	 been	 used	 by	 laypersons	 and	 ‘digital	 bystanders’—eyewitnesses	 using	 digital	
media	tools—	to	target	victims	or	perpetrators	before	a	case	makes	it	to	court,	raises	questions	
about	how	narrative	construction	online	possibly	influences	people’s	beliefs	and	understandings	
about	sexual	violence	and	the	effect	 this	may	have	 for	 the	 justice	system.	Although	the	sexual	










hands	of	 criminal	 justice	 system	and	 traditional	media	 to	 the	 online	 community.1	This	 online	
community	 included	 the	hacking	 collective	Anonymous	 the	members	of	which	are	known	 for	
digital	attacks	against	individuals	or	corporations	that	they	perceive	to	be	working	against	the	
public	interest.	The	Steubenville	case	was	also	different	to	other	sexual	assaults	because	of	the	

















and	 comments	 on	 social	 media	 networks	 such	 as	 Twitter	 and	 Facebook.	 This	 material	 was	
collected	 through	 both	 Internet	 searches	 using	 keywords	 from	 each	 case	 (for	 example	
‘Steubenville’,	‘UVa	[University	of	Virginia]	+	rape’)	and	searching	multiple	social	media	networks	







texts	 can	 ‘have	 particular	 advantages	 in	 capturing	 honest	 but	 extreme	 views	 on	 contentious	
criminal	justice	issues	that	would	not	be	expressed	in	other	forums’	(Prichard	et	al.	2015:	227).		
	
I	 chose	 material	 for	 analysis	 in	 two	 ways.	 Firstly,	 blog	 posts	 and	 articles	 that	 generated	 a	
substantial	number	of	responses	were	primarily	focused	upon	as	this	provided	a	wider	variety	of	
























Popular	 rape	myths	about	 the	victim	 include	the	beliefs	 that	rape	victims	can	only	be	women	
(Duncanson	2013);	 that	 the	victim	was	promiscuous	 in	dress	or	demeanour	before	 the	attack	
(Sela‐Shayovitz	2015);	that	she	had	been	drinking	too	much	(Wall	and	Quadara	2014);	or	that	it	














an	effect	on	 jury	decisions	of	 finding	a	defendant	 innocent	or	guilty	(Ellison	and	Munro	2009;	

























of	 news	 corporations	 who	 were,	 and	 often	 still	 are,	 conservative,	 white	 men	 (Salter	 2013).	
Therefore,	 discourses	 about	 sexual	 violence	 in	 the	 media	 tend	 to	 enact	 rather	 than	 counter	
traditional	 rape	myths	about	 the	 role	of	 the	victim	and	perpetrator	 in	 the	criminal	 act	 (Greer	
2003;	 O’Hara	 2012;	 Sela‐Shayovitz	 2015).	 Research	 indicates	 that	 print,	 radio	 and	 television	
media	 are	more	 inclined	 to	 blame	 victims	 for	 their	 sexual	 assaults	 (Franiuk	 et	 al.	 2008),	 and	
sexual	violence	is	the	only	crime	where	pre‐trial	publicity	tends	to	bias	jurors	against	the	victim,	
not	the	defendant	(Mullin,	Imrich	and	Linz	1996).	As	with	the	criminal	justice	system	the	most	
commonly	 endorsed	 myth	 is	 that	 the	 victim	 is	 lying	 (Franiuk	 et	 al.	 2008).	 This	 may	 not	 be	
intentional	 as	 Franiuk	 et	 al.	 (2008:	 799)	 suggest	 that	 journalists	 may	 believe	 that	 they	 are	
providing	balanced	journalism	by	highlighting	doubt	in	the	victim’s	story;	however,	this	doubt	





















through	 the	 publication	 and	 sharing	 of	 stories,	 pictures,	 videos	 or	 ideas	 in	 networks	 and	
communities.	Among	the	hundreds	of	social	media	communities	and	networks	available	to	users,	








communication	 has,	 to	 a	 certain	 extent,	 decentralised	 communication	 from	 the	 centralised	
system	 that	 Habermas	 (1989)	 argued	 resulted	 from	 private	 ownership	 and	 control	 of	media	
outlets.	 Costs	 associated	 with	 the	 operation	 of	 radio,	 television	 and	 newspaper	 enterprises	













identity	 of	 the	 user.	 As	 more	 people	 rely	 on	 technology	 for	 their	 work	 as	 well	 as	 personal	
entertainment,	and	online	access	increasingly	expands	irrespective	of	geographic	location,	there	




sexes,	 races	and	creeds,	 and	allowed	 for	 true	 freedom	of	 speech	 (Margolis	and	Moreno‐Riano	
2009).	Researchers	note,	however,	 that	patterns	 from	 the	offline	world	are	being	 reproduced	
online:	girls	and	women	are	warned	about	the	dangers	of	reputational	damage	should	they	act	in	
an	 immodest	manner	 (Albury	and	Crawford	2012;	Henry	and	Powell	2015;	Saco	2002;	Salter	












































being	used	 to	 sexually	harass	 the	 victim;	 breaking	 the	 story	 to	 traditional	media	outlets;	 and	






men	 and	 these	 allegations	 would	 ruin	 their	 lives.	 The	 unfolding	 of	 the	 rape	 on	 social	 media	
indicated	that	many	individuals	were	responding	to	the	sexual	assault	 in	real	time,	with	there	
















































The	 rape	 of	 women	 by	 men	 belonging	 to	 a	 sports	 team	 can,	 and	 often	 is,	 utilised	 by	 the	
perpetrators	to	enact	male	bonding	(Flood	2008),	and	it	is	socially	accepted	that	certain	sports	
are	homosocial	and	areas	from	which	women	are	excluded.	The	presence	of	a	woman	amongst	





























provides	 ‘proof’	 that	the	victim	was	deserving	of	 their	rape	due	to	her	 intoxication	(Boux	and	
Daum	2015:	182).		
	
Although	 KnightSec	 had	 initially	 focused	 on	wanting	 to	 shame	 the	 perpetrators,	many	 of	 the	
tweets	 coming	 from	 their	 Twitter	 account	 @_Op_RollRedRoll	 was	 about	 corruption	 in	
Steubenville.	As	Rentschler	(2014:	66)	notes,	Anonymous	is	defined	by	‘male,	geek‐identif[ying]	
cultures	 of	 coding	 and	 hacking’	 rather	 than	 ‘feminist	 activism’.	 While	 some	 claimed	 that	
Anonymous	 and	 KnightSec	 were	 involved	 in	 ‘feminist	 h/ac(k)tivism’	 (Woods	 2014),	 looking	
through	the	Twitter	feed	of	@_Op_RollRedRoll,	indicates	a	focus	on	seeking	resignations	from	the	
police	force,	mayoral	office,	school	board	and	the	football	team,	with	the	voice	of	the	victim	and	
other	 victims	 of	 sexual	 assault	 missing.	 Although	 the	 four	 adults	 that	 KnightSec	 targeted	 on	
allegations	of	 corruption	were	 investigated,	 charges	against	 them	were	dismissed.5	As	Woods	
(2014:	1097)	articulates,	an	issue	with	hacktivism	in	a	rape	case	like	the	one	in	Steubenville	is	













































RS’s	 reporting	practices	 in	 the	 lead	up	 to	 the	 story’s	publication.	 In	 conjunction	with	a	police	
investigation,	it	was	soon	discovered	that	Jackie’s	allegations	of	a	gang	rape	were	false,	although	
police	investigators	did	note	that	they	were	of	the	opinion	that	Jackie	was	the	victim	of	a	serious	





alleged	multi‐perpetrator	 rape	 as	 a	means	 of	 drawing	 attention	 to	 sexual	 assaults	 on	 college	
campuses.	Erdely’s	(2014)	report	for	a	print	magazine	that	also	has	an	online	presence	re‐enacted	
the	issue	that	‘old’	media	outlets	have	a	preference	for	sexual	assaults	that	are	sensational	and	





Bradley	 were	 critical	 of	 the	 events	 as	 presented	 by	 Erdely	 (2014)	 because	 they	 required	 a	
suspension	 of	 disbelief.	 Their	 disbelief	 stemmed	 from	 how	 they	 imagined	 a	 rape	 would	 be	





friends	 did	 not	 support	 her	 version	 of	 events	 led	 to	 the	 article	 questioning	 her	 truthfulness.	
Although	 Erdely’s	 (2014)	 article	was	 about	 the	 broader	 culture	 of	 rape	 and	 violence	 against	
women	at	UVa	(and	other	college	campuses	around	the	US),	Shapiro’s	focus	on	Jackie	alone	served	
to	legitimise	the	belief	that	women’s	disclosures	of	sexual	assault	cannot	be	believed.	The	use	of	
friends	 to	 disprove	 an	 allegation	 of	 rape	has	 been	 suggested	 to	 have	 a	 negative	 effect	 on	 the	
reader.	Anderson	and	Lyon	(2005)	argue	that	the	public	will	blame	a	victim	who	lacks	peer	or	
social	 support	more	 than	a	 supported	victim.	Likewise,	 negative	 social	 reactions	 toward	 rape	










seen	 fakes	 [false	 allegations	 of	 rape]	 before’.	 The	 four	 imprecisions	 with	 Erdely’s	 reporting,	
according	 to	 Bradley	 (2014),	 were:	 Jackie	was	 never	 identified;	 the	 three	 friends	who	 Jackie	
approached	for	help	were	not	named	or	interviewed;	the	accused	Drew	was	never	interviewed	
and	Erdely	did	not	learn	of	his	identity	till	after	the	article	was	published;	and,	finally,	the	story	






their	 identity	 identifying	as	male.	The	commentators	(according	 to	 their	comments)	generally	

























The	 narrative	 about	 rape	 allegations	 throughout	 almost	 all	 online	 comments	 in	 response	 to	
Bradley’s	(2014)	piece	questioned	the	validity	of	women’s	reporting	of	sexual	assault,	and	argued	
that	 women	 fantasised	 about	 multiple	 perpetrator	 sexual	 assault,	 often	 consented	 to	 sexual	
activities	with	multiple	men	but	only	began	to	view	the	actions	as	sexually	violent	after	having	
spoken	to	feminists	who	would	then	convince	them	that	they	had	been	raped.	Comments	from	
users	 were	 similar	 to	 the	 following,	 which	 argued	 ‘the	 universities	 are	 infested	 by	 feminist	
enthusiasts	…	not	only	is	there	no	“culture	of	rape”	at	the	campuses,	but	there	could	not	possible	








Temkin	 2013:	 303),	 and	 rape	 myth	 acceptance	 and	 stereotypical	 beliefs	 about	 rape	 being	
especially	problematic	in	juries	(Bohner	et	al.	2013;	Finch	and	Munro	2005;	Krahé	and	Temkin	












line	 comments	 to	 news	 articles	 or	 in	 blogs.	 Rape	 myth	 acceptance	 makes	 it	 difficult	 to	 gain	
convictions	 in	 sexual	 assault	 cases	 and,	 with	 people’s	 continued	 active	 engagement	 in	 the	
construction	of	sexual	violence	narratives	online,	it	may	continue	to	be	difficult	to	counter	rape	





















site	 related	 to	 the	Steubenville	 rape	case	are	 collected	at	http://prinniefied.com/wp/category/steubenville‐ohio‐
gang‐rape‐case/.	The	 first	 blog	post	dealing	with	 the	 Steubenville	 case	was	posted	on	23	August	2012	 (’Big	Red	
Players	Accused	of	Rape	and	Kidnapping’	http://prinniefied.com/wp/2012/08/23/steubenville‐high‐school‐gang‐
rape‐case‐firs/)	and	has	continued	through	to	2	March	2017	(’Lostutter	Sentencing	Memorandum	&	A	Dose	of	Truth:	
Deric	 Lostutter	 LIED’	 http://prinniefied.com/wp/2017/03/03/lostutter‐sentencing‐documents‐a‐dose‐of‐truth‐
deric‐lostutter‐lied/)	
2	Below‐the‐line	commenting	refers	to	comments	made	by	readers	online	below	the	end	of	the	article.	
3	A	public	message	including	personal	details	such	as	names,	addresses,	and	social	security	numbers.	
4	Unfortunately	this	has	been	removed	from	the	site	due	to	a	court	case	and	the	resulting	requirement	that	the	article	
be	removed	but	this	was	the	date	of	the	original	post.	
5	Deric	Lostutter	(one	of	the	hackers	behind	KnightSec)	himself	was	arrested,	tried	and	imprisoned	for	his	hacking.	
Lostutter’s	(and	KnightSec’s)	actions	have	been	criticised	for	ignoring	the	victim	of	the	case	and	focusing	on	building	
his	notoriety.		
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